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Fragments of Us 
by JStevens 


Summary 


Snippets and bonus scenes from the CTM universe. These additions contain spoilers for CTM 
and its sequel, so best to read those first! Also because most of these wouldn't make any 
sense if you don't know those tales. 


Each "chapter" is discrete, and they are in chronological order, a couple taking place before 
CTM began and most capturing moments from the years of Emil and Lalli's life following the 
end of CTM's sequel. Some may be pivotal, others may be mundane. Some might hurt, 
because life can hurt, but do trust that—in all the thousands of scenes I cannot write, and in 
all the millions of the moments in between what you see here—they are happy. 


Grattis pa fodelsedagen 


Chapter Notes 


During Emil's birthday celebrations in Chapter 10 of Come Together, it's mentioned that 
Lalli has shared three of this birthdays with Emil, including one during the expedition. 
Though we now may know that Lalli's cannon birthday is much later, we'll just let that 
slide—after all this story became non-canon compliant ages and ages ago anyway! This 
wasn't what I'd originally had in mind either (typical!) but this is what wrote itself as I 
brush up old chapters in the aim of finishing up that long overdue sequel. ;) 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


January 1, Year 91 


Emil looked up from fiddling with the sensors, alerted by the soft crunching of frozen grasses 
beneath Lalli's boots. There was little way to naturally prevent the noise, and no need to 
waste magic on the effort. He didn't need to hide from Emil. He didn't even want to, in fact. 


The Swede got to his feet and swept Lalli into a quick hug, one arm going around the back of 
Lalli's head and the thick jacket momentarily muffling the world as Emil drew him against 
his warm body. "Hey," Emil said softly, giving him a moment to rest and sag into someone 
else's strength. For a few brief seconds, he didn't listen for the sound of wildlife or leave his 
senses searching for the telltale chill of the suffering. He let his ears be filled with Emil's 
steady breathing and felt his world slowly contract from the shadowy wilds around him to 
this one person, his cheek resting upon the healthy human skin pressing against it—hot to his 
winter-chilled flesh, prickling with soft stubble, undeniably and wondrously alive. 


It had been a bad day. But then, they were all bad days since they'd lost Sigrun and Mikkel. 
Some worse than others, but all bad. The cold snap was helping keep the woods quiet, but it 
sapped his energy even faster than usual, especially now that food had become such an 
afterthought. His body had no energy left to produce heat, and his fingers and toes stabbed 
with pain even though he never stopped moving them. He turned the tip of his frozen nose 
into Emil's warmth, and the cleanser didn't protest. He only squeezed tighter. 


Lalli would have been embarrassed once by all this. But in the long list of things they'd given 
up on in the past weeks, embarrassment had been one of the easiest to let go of. Emil was the 
only one who saw these moments, and chances were high that they wouldn't both make it 
through this trip alive, so what did it matter. It made him feel better, and it seemed to make 
Emil feel better. It was the one moment he could still look forward to each day: knowing that 
they had both made it through another handful of grueling daylight hours, made it one small 
step closer to safety, and that the time had come when he could rest once more. 


He swayed back, pulling away from the welcome warmth. Emil was never the first to pull 
back, but he let go of Lalli when Lalli needed to reinstate that distance. They stood a 
moment, a fragile space between them, and Lalli reached up one gloved hand to smooth over 
Emil's ragged hair. It was so different from the careful picture Emil had first tried to present 
to them all. The honey blond locks hung lank and tangled, still sticking up in places from 
sleeping against the hard front seats in the tank the night before. His outer jacket was stained 
with dark brown patches of dried blood and streaks of dirt, the inner layers showing through 
a big gash on one arm from a beast's claws. But it was his face that had changed the most. 
There were dark bags beneath those blue eyes that now seemed almost painfully bright 
against the chalky white of his winter skin. His lips, often turned down in a grim line when he 
thought Lalli wasn't looking at him, were dry and cracking. They were probably out of water 
in the tanks again, and Emil wouldn't have wanted to leave Tuuri and Reynir alone to get any. 


"Food?" Emil asked. They kept their conversations to single words like this, the few they 
could pass back and forth. 


Lalli shook his head and pointed at the side of the tank where the water reservoir was. Emil 
nodded in agreement, then he gently herded Lalli around and up into the cockpit, pushing 
him down onto one of the seats. Lalli let himself slump forward onto the dashboard, his head 
resting on his folded arms and only his eyes slowly moving as he watched Emil rustle 
through the paper maps. Emil pulled out the correct one and smoothed it out close to Lalli's 
face. It took him longer than usual to make sense of the squiggles and lines, as if his brain 
refused to recognize exactly where they were and how much farther they would have to go. 
But then he spotted the name he'd seen on the signs they'd left behind them on the highway: 
Sore. He moved his gloved fingers across the page to point to where they were stopped and 
then to the large lake to their south. 


Emil nodded his understanding again, and he left the map out as he moved heavily to the 
back of the tank. Lalli's eyes moved over the paper slowly. They were so close now. Less 
than a week, if they were lucky. Would they actually make it, or would they fall with Oresund 
in their sights? 


He tried to remember what day it was. They must have passed the solstice at some point. He 
could feel the days getting longer. Emil kept a calendar somewhere. One of those odd ways in 
which he seemed to cling to hope and normalcy, as if it mattered at all what number 
civilization might put to any given day. Lifting the impossible weight of his head a few 
inches, Lalli looked back at the paper stuck to the steel wall that separated the cockpit from 
the rest of the tank. His eyes moved over the numbers and Xs as slowly as the crew were 
moving through Denmark, as he struggled to remember how to think. 


Oh. It was January. 
At least he wouldn't die in his teens. 


Lalli heard Emil speaking in a hushed tone to Tuuri, probably rousing her to get her to move 
the tank closer to the lake. Her shuffling footsteps came from the sleeping area, but Lalli had 
already closed his eyes again. He felt Tuuri sidle past him and the slight puff of air as she 
dropped onto the cracked pleather of the driver's seat. A door opened and closed, as the 
engine turned over with a bang and rumble. Lalli listened to the dull ping of the sensors being 


disabled. Emil had only just set them up and now he had to put them all away again, but he 
didn't complain. He never did anymore. 


As soon as Emil clambered back into the cockpit, Tuuri put the tank into gear and started 
them moving. Lalli kept his eyes closed, trusting in Emil's presence as he felt the Swede lean 
over him to peer out the windshield. Emil would let him know if he was really needed. They 
trundled along in silence, the rumbling motion lulling Lalli's mind toward true sleep. Emil 
was braced against the dash, standing over him, and beneath the earthy smells of dirt and 
sweat and blood, his jacket still gave off a slight hint of that spicy scent that Lalli knew him 
by. Lalli inhaled deeply, instinctively, trying to catch it before it might disappear again. 


He'd first noticed in Copenhagen. No, maybe he'd noticed before then. On the train down 
from Mora? When they'd lain on those cots, head to head, practically strangers. He'd propped 
himself up on his pillow, giving up on the stupid belt they'd wanted him to strap himself in 
with, and that spicy, foreign scent had been just inches away. Emil had been just inches away, 
his hair slightly tousled from climbing up to the top bunk. And he'd said something in 
Swedish (stupid, since it never made any sense) and he'd smiled at Lalli with a look of fond 
indulgence (baffling, since that almost never happened). Lalli had shrugged it off, wished the 
fool a good night, and thought nothing of it for a while. There had been other things to worry 
about. 


But Copenhagen was when he'd first started noticing that he'd noticed. He didn't know if it 
was some sort of cologne or soap or just Emil. Maybe it was something he put in his hair. 
He'd certainly spent enough time preening over it in those early days. But when Lalli had 
burrowed under Emil's jacket, tucked around him with care by surprisingly gentle hands, he'd 
become aware of how he was trying to breathe in the scent, as if he could capture it and keep 
it with him. Because he wanted to keep it with him. He'd started to notice himself leaning 
into Emil when they stood close, to get a whisper of that spice and feel the warmth of the 
Swede beside him. He still hadn't understood anything Emil said, but he'd understood his 
bright smiles, his uneasy frowns, his hurt silences. He'd found his eyes straying often to 
Emil's face to see what it would tell him, what words couldn't. 


They'd seemed to gravitate toward one another, whether they were at camp together or 
exploring some ruin together. Emil had always sought him out to talk in his incomprehensible 
babble. And then sometimes he would run out of words to say, and yet the two of them would 
remain together, without even the words as an excuse for standing so close. Lalli had thought 
back on Tuuri's words from that first day, about how he and the cleanser would work 
together. How Taru had said they would be a duo. Perhaps that's all this is, he'd thought. After 
all, he'd never worked with a...partner before. 


But it wasn't like he wanted Emil at his back in the field. He would have picked Sigrun over 
Emil any day, back when he'd had the choice. Even Mikkel was steadier in an emergency. 
Had been steadier. Instead Lalli wanted Emil around when he wasn't focusing on work. When 
he was tired. When he was bored. When he was lonely and feeling cut off from all the rest of 
them and their never-ending sea of words that held no meaning to him. He'd supposed this 
must be what friendship was like. Wanting to be around another person when you didn't 
simply need them for survival. Feeling drawn to their presence just because everything 
seemed a little easier when they were smiling at you. 


But he didn't think friends tended to be quite so interested in smelling one another. Or in 
some of the other things he'd become interested in. He'd liked it when Emil threw an arm 
around him, a wide smile on his face as he made some joke Lalli couldn't understand. He'd 
liked the way it made his heart pound against his ribs, just as it would have after a long run 
through a quiet forest he had all to himself. He'd liked it when Emil pulled him by the hand to 
get Lalli to follow him in some direction, when words had otherwise failed. Lalli had started 
to play dumb even when he could guess what Emil wanted, just to see if Emil would step up 
behind him, take him by the shoulders, and propel Lalli in the direction that he wanted him to 
go in. Sometimes Lalli would dig in his heels, not because he actually had any reason to fight 
but just to make Emil crash into him. Lalli would rest against Emil's chest a moment, as the 
Swede huffed or cursed or laughed, depending on his mood. 


He'd watched others around him pair off over the years, back in Keuruu. He'd seen the way 
they acted leading up to the act, how the unnecessary touches would increase, any excuse 
made to close the small distance separating them into two people instead of one. It had 
always been something that happened to other people. Whenever he would notice it 
happening around him, Lalli would shake his head, pull up his hood, and hurry back to his 
job, finding it easier to understand than why other people felt compelled to do such things. 


But he had learned. Now he knew the urge to burrow up against the steady body of a fellow 
human, one who seemed to care for you and would comfort you and keep you warm. Now he 
wanted to be able to line words up into speech, not so that he could communicate with his 
colleagues but so that he could know what the thoughts were that caused shadows to cross 
behind the eyes of another person. He'd learned to desire the feel of Emil's silly hair, running 
his fingers through it not because his friend liked to keep it neat and he was helping with that 
but because Lalli wanted to be the only other one who got to touch him that closely. 


He'd ignored it all, of course. Even if he'd discovered this new part of himself, it didn't matter. 
Giving it any thought would only make the expedition more complicated. Even if Emil also 
seemed to touch him far more than was necessary, far more than the others did, it never 
stepped outside the boundary of platonic contact. So Lalli had simply let it lie and refused to 
think about what could be. 


And now there was no more thinking about what could be. There was nothing beyond the 
lonely scouting, the daily struggle, the gnawing hunger, and the cold nights. 


Except... 

Occasionally there was Emil's spicy scent in the dark behind his closed eyelids. 
Emil's shaking arms clasped tight around his back. 

Emil's solid shoulder for him to rest on. 


The tank stopped again, and Emil stepped away. They must have reached the lake. Lalli didn't 
open his eyes, only listening to the sounds of the door clanging open and the wires being 
dragged across the steel-plated floor. The pings of sensors powering on again, one by one. 
There was a long pause, longer than he'd expected, so long that Lalli wondered if he would 
have to open his eyes and move. But then the sound of the hose being unwound echoed 


through the tank walls. The pump was powered on, and water began to gurgle into the tank, 
drawn up from the lake. 


"Lalli." 


The voice came from right beside his ear, but he hadn't heard Emil approach. He must have 
actually fallen asleep for a few seconds. His eyelids felt as a heavy as a thick bearskin throw, 
and he slid them open just a fraction to see Emil's face inches from his own. There was no 
alarm in Emil's face, so he let them fall shut again. He wasn't needed. 


Then Lalli was surprised to feel hands slide under his shoulders and pull him up from the 
seat, though the feeling was as distant as the moon. "Come," Emil said quietly, pulling one of 
Lalli's arms across his own shoulders and sliding his other arm around Lalli's back. A hand 
brushed against Lalli's ribs, igniting a delicious hollow feeling in his chest, and he felt a mad 
urge to swing the rest of the way around to wrap his free arm around Emil's neck and press 
every inch of himself against the warm body beside him. He didn't have the energy left for 
such a move, though. Nor did he have the heart left to survive being gently pushed away. 


He let Emil pull him out of the tank, stepping down to the ground with his eyes low and 
shuttered. He watched their feet as they stumbled forward, out of sync with one another and 
awkward. Then Emil was lowering him to the cold rocks of the shore, each covered in thick 
hoarfrost like their own little winter coats. The cold burned right through the thick weave of 
his pants. He would have liked to ask what the point of all this was, but Emil wouldn't have 
understood even if he did. 


A part of him was aware of the way Emil lowered himself to his knees and shuffled about to 
sit beside Lalli, legs sprawled over the cold pebbles. Lalli's knees stuck up like a small 
mountain beside them, and he studied the seams on Emil's pants just to have something to 
focus on. 


Then Emil said, "Look." 


Sighing tiredly, Lalli looked up at last, and he froze. "Look," Emil repeated, even though 
Lalli was already looking. Probably he didn't know any other words to say. Their vocabulary 
didn't extend to complex thoughts like "See this wondrous thing I found and wanted to share 
with you, though I know you're tired and I'm tired and we both want to rest." Emil couldn't 
plea with him, "Look at this miracle, and tell me if you can still find beauty in the world." He 
couldn't ask Lalli, "When you see this, do you see hope? Is there still any to find out there?" 
So, even if either of them were wondering, such questions went unasked and unanswered. 


The lake stretched out before them in the long, slow glow of the setting sun, golden light 
blazing off of the frozen surface wherever it kissed smooth ice. But most of the lake was 
covered, from one end to the other, with thousands of strange blooms, each small enough to 
fit in Lalli's cupped palm, their petals nothing more than great crystals of frost. They were 
jagged little works of winter, all sharp angles and cruel beauty, and Lalli looked out over 
them mutely. He'd never seen anything like them. In every direction, the frost flowers 
bloomed in the dying day, and the sight filled Lalli with a frightened sense of awe that set his 
heart pounding. 


Walking across that crystal field would surely cut your feet to ribbons, catching and grabbing 
and digging into your flesh, and yet it was quite probably the most miraculous thing he'd ever 
seen. Lalli was afraid to wonder what it all meant. Would the path before them be so painful? 
Was this an omen of how difficult the journey ahead of them might yet be? Or was this 
strange sight a gift, a reminder of wonders the future might still hold if they could bear to 
keep going and not give up? 


He didn't understand what any of it meant. 


He closed his eyes and turned his face into Emil's shoulder, the sight before them too much 
for him to take in after the long day. Even when he looked away, though, the after images 
remained burned onto the back of his eyelids. Emil immediately wrapped an arm around his 
shoulder and held him close against the cold nipping at them both wherever they weren't 
touching. Safe once more, Lalli opened his eyes a crack, looking down through his lashes. 
All he could see this close was a fuzzy impression of Emil's jacket, impossible to focus on 
when his face was right up against it. That was the only way to be around Emil. Keeping so 
close that he couldn't clearly see what was right in front of his eyes. Close enough that he 
couldn't even look into Emil's face, so he wouldn't have to see for himself that it didn't hold 
the same wanting that hollowed out Lalli's insides and made him ache for someone else's 
warmth to fill him. 


Lalli pressed his face harder into the stiff fabric of Emil's jacket, even though he knew he 
wouldn't ever be able to get as close as he wanted to. And then there was a second strange, 
frightening miracle. Emil turned toward him, wrapping himself entirely around Lalli and 
gathering Lalli up against his steady heat. Lalli kept himself in a small ball—his feelings 
might seep out of him if he didn't—as Emil stretched his legs out around him, his arms 
squeezing him, and his chin resting on the top of Lalli's head, easing himself around Lalli 
until the mage was entirely contained within Emil's hold, a tight bundle of wishes and 
wonder. 


It was warm here. Somehow different from the hugs Emil gave him when he stumbled back 
to the tank each night. In those moments, Lalli felt like he was the one leaning into Emil. 
Emil allowed it—maybe he even welcomed it—but Lalli was still the one choosing to lean in 
and stay there however long he dared to. But there was something different about the way 
that Emil was cradling him in his arms now. It felt like he was the one holding on, and like 
maybe he wouldn't let go this time. Maybe he would refuse to release Lalli just as soon as 
Lalli started to pull back. Maybe his arms would tighten instead, keeping Lalli with him and 
not letting him run away. Or maybe it was just Lalli hoping it were so. He kept himself still 
within the circle of Emil's embrace, too afraid to find out what the truth was. 


He snuck a look out of the corner of his eye, his vision half filled with the arm of Emil's 
jacket, and the frost flowers glittered and winked at him in a blaze of gold. The world was all 
beauty and trepidation, hope and fear, and a spicy scent that Lalli thought he would hunger 
for his whole life. Whether it lasted only a few more days or dozens of years. 


"Grattis pa fodelsedagen," Emil told him, his voice coming from somewhere slightly above 
Lalli's ear. 


And Lalli didn't understand a thing. 


Chapter End Notes 


Oh yeah, and I took total liberties regarding the likelihood that they would encounter 
frost flowers in Denmark. But they are at least a thing in Finland and around the arctic, 
apparently. (See, for example, such magical images as this!) 


Voi Hyvin 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


February 17, Year 91 


They walked out of the Nordic Council's Mora branch in silence, the real grown-ups leading 
the away as Emil followed after his aunt and uncle and the old man Trond. Tuuri and Lalli 
trailed a few steps behind him, flanked by their own relatives. It was only the three of them 
now left of the original crew—and soon it would be Emil alone left in Sweden. 


Reynir had been sent back to Iceland once he'd made it through the month-long quarantine in 
the hospital ward at Oresund, since he was still a civilian and never a part of the official 
expedition anyway. He hadn't needed to explain to the council what had happened on the trip 
they'd funded. The only thing the council had wanted from Reynir was for him to quietly 
return to his own country in one piece and not draw any more public outcry over the ill- 
conceived undertaking they'd approved of. They were going to have a hard enough time 
already trying to spin this as some heroic endeavor. 


The bedraggled group trudged back toward the train station that they'd come from just that 
morning. Siv and Torbjérn had offered their home if any of the foreigners wanted to stay and 
rest a while before starting their long journeys home, but no one had taken them up on their 
offer. Trond wasn't much for social visits, and Tuuri's brother seemed to want to see her and 
Lalli back to Finland and safety as quickly as humanly possible. And there had been nothing 
but long days of idle waiting during their monthlong quarantine anyway. Now at last it was 
time to move on. 


Quarantine had been...rough. They had each been locked in separate rooms, though at least 
they'd had windows between them so you didn't feel you were going completely mad through 
the long weeks of isolation. But Emil had had some stranger to one side—one of the Danish 
soldiers who'd helped bring them in from the bridge—and Tuuri on his other side. He'd had 
no interest in the stranger and no idea what to say to Tuuri, so he'd spent a lot of the time 
sleeping. Or at least trying to sleep. Tuuri seemed to have more success than him in that 
regard. Or at least it had looked that way, when all he could see of her through the window 
was her back turned away from him on her cot, unmoving for long hours at a time. 


Reynir had been in the next room over from Tuuri, often to be spotted staring gloomily at 
some distant wall through the two panes of glass. And it was only beyond him, far away and 
only once glimpsed between the three sets of windows separating them, that Lalli was all on 
his own, far from anyone who spoke his language. They'd all been bustled into the rooms in a 
stumbling daze—half starved, sleep deprived, and faint with relief and disbelief over the fact 
that they'd survived—and it was only once they were locked in that Emil had noticed and 
tried to ask about the arrangement. It'd seemed thoughtless at best. Cruel was probably the 
better word. But once quarantine had begun, no one had been allowed to move or leave their 
cell without restarting the clock, and so the original room assignments had stuck. 


At first Emil had watched hungrily for any glimpse of Lalli through the layers of glass. He'd 
hoped he could give the mage some sign that he hadn't been forgotten, that Emil was sorry 
for not noticing sooner that they were steering Lalli away on his own, that they could still 
make it through this together just as they'd made it through hell together. Or maybe that 
wasn't it. Maybe he'd just wanted to see Lalli for himself, dependent on the sight of the mage, 
still waiting and watching now just as he had waited and watched for any sign of Lalli 
returning to the tank at the end of each day for the past 26 days, the only reliable anchor he 
could use to tether himself to sanity. 


Some habits were hard to break. But everything breaks, if pressed hard enough. 


When he hadn't seen Lalli even one time on that first day, Emil hadn't thought to question 
what it meant. Disappointment had been a minor pang when he was inside a warm base on a 
cleansed spit of land and with a belly full of real food for the first time in weeks. So he'd 
reminded himself that it would only make sense that the mage might be sleeping, finally off 
his feet and safe and with no one relying on him to keep half an eye open for danger. Lalli 
had needed the rest more than any of them. And Emil had been happy enough to get to fall 
back onto a real bed himself, hoping that maybe everything they'd gone through would 
disappear along with the rest of the world when he closed his eyes. 


Then breakfast had been slid through the small slits in their doors the next morning, and there 
had still been no glimpse of Lalli. But Emil had brushed it aside—he'd often seen Lalli sleep 
half the day away when given the chance. He was surely just catching up on rest. Then lunch 
time had come, and Lalli's head had still never appeared in the room three doors down. By 
dinner time, Emil had been worried enough to catch Tuuri's attention and get her to knock on 
Reynir's window. After some gesturing, Reynir had made it clear that he could see Lalli and 
that the Finn appeared to be quite alive. 


So Emil, bemused, had told himself not to worry and settled in for a restless night on his 
own, no one left to shush at him when he tossed or to feel warm and alive pressed up against 
his side. The hours had crept forward, and then the days, and still Lalli had never appeared. 
From time to time, Emil had repeated the awkward pantomime with Reynir, but every time, 
he was reassured that Lalli appeared fine. And surely the hospital staff would have done 
something if he weren't. 


So worry had given way to confusion, and then confusion had begun to sour into something 
like hurt. Emil didn't understand if Lalli was hiding for some specific purpose, or if it was 
just Lalli being Lalli. His idea of acceptable behavior had always been slightly out of step 
with most of polite society, after all. Perhaps it wasn't meant to be any reflection on their 
friendship. Perhaps he wasn't trying to intentionally put some distance between them. But 
that was exactly what he was doing. 


In the end, Emil never once saw Lalli after he'd entered his cell for quarantine. Perhaps the 
mage had spent the entire four weeks stretched out on the floor of his cell, too low down for 
Emil to see him with the half walls between each room, which offered the only semblance of 
privacy outside the small bathrooms they were each outfitted with. The large windows were 
more than a meter off the floor, so there would have been plenty of space for Lalli to hide 
himself in—assuming he really wanted to try. But he would had to creep low to the ground 
every time he went to fetch his food or visit the bathroom. To never once be spotted, it 
seemed that perhaps he really had wanted to try. 


After a week or two, the disappointment became too much to take on top of everything else, 
so Emil's eyes stopped looking for Lalli every time he stared through the window beside him. 
During the days, he tried to distract himself with books and solitaire card games and push ups 
on the dusty floor of his cell. During the nights, he simply tried not to scream when the 
nightmares threw him awake in a sweat-drenched, wide-eyed spasm of terror. And whether it 
had been what Lalli was after or not, Emil had been left with little choice but to stop reaching 
for Lalli whenever he needed him. Lalli wasn't there. It wasn't even a choice of letting the 
other boy go. You couldn't let go of something you didn't have a hold of. 


Tuuri was still there and in sight every day, a reminder of her cousin, but Lalli might as well 
have been back in Finland already. There was never a single glimpse of him until the day the 
doors finally opened, after they'd all gone thirty days without symptoms. Then Emil had 
stood in the doorway of his own cell a moment as the Danish servicewoman gestured him 
out, and he'd looked down the hall and almost been surprised to see Lalli still standing there 
among the others. Something in his chest had leapt up, lodging in his throat like it might 
choke him, at the sight of his friend—even thinner than Emil remembered and pale and grim. 
But when their eyes had accidentally met, Lalli had looked away at once. 


Then Emil had been swept up into hugs from his aunt and uncle, who had come down with 
the other organizers of the expedition to collect them and see them back to Mora for the 
investigation. And beneath the grimace of his forced smile, the hurt had hardened into 
something stonier because he'd finally got his answer. It hadn't been any accident. As soon as 
Lalli had had the chance to put walls and space back between them, he had. 


It had only become more clear as they waited for the overnight train back to Mora, and Lalli 
had kept himself as far from Emil as he could. Emil had been kept busy enough by answering 
his aunt's questions and confirming details for her so that she could try to do most of the 
talking the next day and spare him from having to go through it all again for a bunch of 
strangers. Siv had done her best to put together a thorough summary based on the reports 
they'd been taking from the crew before...before everything had gone wrong. She'd hoped it 
would be enough for most of the questioning they expected to be faced with. 


And it had been. Emil had only had to speak for a fraction of the time, mostly nodding and 
confirming for the Nordic Council what his aunt and the other, real adults had to report. And 
now they were out on the street again, released by the council and with nothing keeping them 
together unless they wanted it to. The sky was blue overhead, dotted with harmless clouds. 
Their odd group slowed and stumbled to a stop in the road outside Mora's train station, the 
place where they would all go their separate ways, where the metal rails would pull them 
farther and farther out of reach from one another. The old folks wished one another quiet 


good-byes and safe travels, clasping hands and promising to get in touch once everything had 
settled down. 


Trond was the first to go. "I'll tell the Eides what happened," he said grimly, his jaw set. 
"They'll be proud their daughter went down fighting." Then the old man sauntered off, and 
Emil shoved his hands into his pockets as they started shaking again. The memories were too 
raw after having to hear the whole tale repeated to the council members. He'd never even 
thought of her parents. Sigrun had still had a mother and a father, and now they were going to 
find out that their daughter... That she would never... That she'd been... 


He thought he might be sick. 


Then there was a foreign command, and Emil recognized the deep voice of Tuuri's older 
brother. He seemed to have the same idea as Trond, his head turned to follow the old man's 
progress into the station which would set them on their path back to Bjérk6fjarden and then 
across the sea and home to far-off Finland. Tuuri turned to put a soft hand on Emil's 
trembling arm. Neither of them looked one another in the eye, and her words came out soft 
and scratchy as he looked at her hand on his sleeve instead of her face. 


"If you're ever...ever in Finland..." She trailed off, swallowing a few times. The offer went 
unfinished, and at last she choked out in a thick voice, "Good-bye, Emil." 


Taru put an arm around Tuuri and drew her away as they began to walk toward the station's 
doors. Onni clamped down a hand on Lalli's thin shoulder, steering his cousin and protégé 
away, obviously not expecting that Lalli would have anything to say to anyone. After all, he 
hadn't said a word to anyone the entire time they'd been in Mora, only nodding in agreement 
to the questions that Tuuri had translated for him in the council's office. 


Emil's eyes dropped down to the ground. Despite it all—even if Lalli wanted nothing to do 
with him any longer, even if Emil had been the only one who ever really considered them 
friends, even if Emil had never really mattered to Lalli the way that Lalli had mattered to him 
—he didn't want to watch Lalli simply walk away from him as if none of it had meant a thing 
to him. So he watched the ground instead of watching his first true friend leave him behind 
like some stranger. 


He heard Tuuri's brother say something else. Then he seemed to repeat the same words, or 
something very similar, but with even more frustration in his tone. Emil looked up at last, his 
brow furrowed, and he saw Lalli rooted to the ground and refusing to move. He was still 
facing away from Emil, staring at the station in front of himself, his thin frame looking more 
fragile than ever as his heavier cousin tried to pull him forward. Then Lalli spun on his heel 
and strode back across the road and stopped right in front of Emil. 


Emil cast his eyes down again, his heart in his throat as he stared down at the toes of Lalli's 
boots for the last time. He didn't understand what Lalli was doing. More than that, he didn't 
understand why. Why now? It would've been easier if Lalli had just let his older cousin pull 
him away. 


Their ties had been stretched to the breaking point already, thin and worn by distance and 
silence and neglect. If Emil could have only gotten through these last few minutes, then this 


Lalli—the one who had ignored him for the entire past month, looking right through him as if 
he didn't exist even though Emil was right in front of him—would have been gone. And Emil 
could have gone on pretending that the Lalli he had depended on for his sanity hadn't done 
any such thing to him. He could have kept pretending that he'd already said good-bye to that 
Lalli on the edge of the Silent World, along with everything else that had happened there. 
And soon after that he would be able to pretend that all this was behind him and pretend that 
he'd never left the safety of Sweden and these familiar streets full of bustling crowds and 
carefree chatter. 


"Hei," Lalli's soft voice was so close it could have come from his own imagination. "Katso 
minua." 


Emil understood enough of the command—and more so the tone of voice—that he obeyed 
without thinking, looking up to meet Lalli's large eyes, the winter sunlight illuminating their 
pale gray depths as the black pupils contracted in the bright light. And he was still there, still 
real, and he was the Lalli that had been there every day and night that Emil had needed him. 
And now Emil was going to have to watch him walk away knowing that he wouldn't ever 
come slipping back around a tree or loping down the road to rescue Emil from feeling alone 
and afraid and shattered. Lalli had been beside him all day, and Emil had chosen not to see 
him either, and now Lalli was leaving him at last. 


But you left me first. You left me during quarantine. Wasn't that what you wanted? 


Emil had thought it must be. Lalli had to have been doing it on purpose. He'd gone to great 
lengths to put that distance between them, though Emil still didn't understand if he'd been 
doing it to make things easier for Emil or easier for himself. And now Lalli was here 
demanding his attention one last time, and again Emil didn't know for whose sake it was. Did 
he think Emil wouldn't be able to let him go without one last good-bye? Or was it Lalli 
himself who couldn't? 


"En..." Lalli stopped once, mouth clamped tightly shut. "En pysty endd suojaamaan sinua." 
The words were too much for Emil. He couldn't pick out anything but "you." He shook his 
head mutely, but he didn't try to stop Lalli. It was too precious a gift to get this last message 
from the friend who usually hoarded his words like he didn't dare share them with others. 


"Ald kuole, tyhmd." Lalli raised a hand in an abortive motion, almost reaching out to smooth 
down Emil's hair one last time but pulling back before he could make contact. "Ald..." Words 
seemed to fail him just as his hand had, and Lalli pressed his lips together. They simply 
looked at one another in silence a moment as the others waited, Tuuri sniffling wetly and her 
brother making an impatient noise in his throat. 


"Kiitos," Emil whispered, the thank-you one of the few bits of Finnish he would never forget. 
He held out a hand to Lalli, and the Finn looked down at it surprise. There was so little space 
between them that Emil was practically touching Lalli just by holding the hand out, but he 
still had to wait for the mage to slowly move his arm and wrap his fingers around Emil's. The 
feeling of his bare skin was strange after so long always wearing gloves. 


And now Emil had a hold of him one last time, and he wasn't sure how to let go. Why 
couldn't Lalli have just walked away without doing this? 


Neither of them let go nor did they shake their hands, as they should have if this were a 
normal farewell. 


It was the farthest thing from normal that anything could be. Lalli was the farthest thing from 
normal that Emil had ever known in his life, and they'd lived through a hell that was 
unrecognizable now in this normal day in a normal life in a normal city. 


Go, Emil thought. You're always the strong one. Please. Let go first. 


Emil heard Onni give another command of some sort, and Lalli's hand tightened around his. 
Emil squeezed back. But Onni wouldn't be ignored. He strode forward across the few steps 
separating their two small groups and clapped a hand on Lalli's shoulder. "Ald viitsi," he said, 
his voice gentler but still not leaving any room for argument. "On aika mennd kotiin." 


When Lalli still didn't move, Onni started to reach down as if he would pull their hands apart 
if he had to. Lalli shrugged him off with a glare then, looking more like himself than he had 
in weeks. Onni drew his hand back, and it was Lalli who lifted his free hand and used it to 
unwrap Emil's fingers from around his, cradling Emil's empty palm on top of his own two 
hands for a moment. They both looked down at their unclasped hands, then Lalli used his 
hand to curl Emil's fingers in toward his palm. His thin white fingers wrapped around the 
loose fist, patting it twice. Then he let go all at once, drawing his hands back to his own sides 
in a single quick move. 


"Voi hyvin," Lalli muttered, then he turned and sprang away, hurrying toward the station 
ahead of even Tuuri and Onni. He slipped through thin crowd, catching the door as someone 
else left the station, and then he was gone. Just like that. 


Tuuri gave one last forlorn wave as she followed her brother, and within moments they were 
passing through that painted door as well, and there was no one left in the bustling street but 
Emil and his aunt and uncle. 


"Come on, Emil," Siv said in her threadbare voice, easing an arm through his and trying to 
turn him away from the station. But he knew Lalli was still in there. For at least a little while 
longer, if Emil only moved his feet, he could still reach him again. 


His feet stayed planted on the pavement. What was the point? All it would do was sprinkle 
more salt on the wound that Lalli had reopened, whether he'd meant to or not. Slowly Emil 
pivoted one boot and then the other, letting his head and shoulders follow as he turned his 
back on the station and allowed Siv to pull him down the road toward their family home. He 
would leave Lalli and everything else behind him, a part of a past that was better off boxed 
up and forgotten. The city churned on around him, full of life and conversation and normalcy. 
This was where Emil had always really belonged—not out there in the Silent World, not in 
any world that contained Lalli. 


It had been nothing but a dream. A nightmare. And like all nightmares, there was nothing to 
do now that he was awake again but hope it would fade and be forgotten in the sunlight. 


Emil caught a glimpse of himself in the sheet glass window of a barber shop as they walked 
down the high street, and for a moment he didn't even recognize his own reflection. He 


paused, one hand fingering his grown out hair where it hung limply on his shoulder, no 
longer carefully coiffed or tended. That had seemed so important once, he remembered. Then 
again, so had Lalli. It was time to put such things behind him. 


"Go on without me, Siv," Emil said, pulling his arm free and taking a step toward the shop's 
door. "There's something I need to do before I head home." 


Chapter End Notes 


I'd pretty much written all of this in July of last year but never got back to finishing it up 
and posting it. Still not perfect, but all these ever were meant to be were fun little scenes 
offering additional looks into the lives of Emil and Lalli as envisioned in the CTM- 
verse. So here we are in 2021, folks! Maybe I'll finally finish the 6 snippets I'd 


imagined, long overdue. Hope the year is being kind to everybody, as vaccines and new 
hopes loom on the horizons! 


Pohjanmaan kautta! 


October 22, Year 97 


When the clock struck 10 and Lalli still hadn't come home, Emil finally accepted he was 
going to have to go find the mage and drag him back. He wasn't sorry to go find his partner, 
of course—it was rather his partner's drinking partner that Emil would have been happy to 
avoid. Especially if they were deep into the bottle, which they might be if they'd really been 
at it for the past four or five hours straight. 


But the desire to make sure Lalli got back home safe to him for the night still won out over 
anything else, and so Emil took his heavy jacket from the hook by the door and shoved his 
feet into his boots. He took one last look back at the inviting warmth of his living room, well 
lit by the electric lamps keeping the winter dark at bay, then he sighed and let himself out to 
clomp down the stairs and through the building's front door, out to where the freezing night 
awaited him. 


Once he was on the street, he tugged his collar closer against the chill, though it wasn't 
actually that cold yet. It was only October, after all, and it was at least a couple degrees above 
zero tonight. They'd been back from the south for two weeks so far, after their first successful 
season spent on the Sveavagen. Their crew had grown to nearly 80 cleansers, with four 
lieutenants working under Emil and three Swedish magelings under Lalli. He'd managed to 
pick up one more student from the newest batch of recruits, as he'd begun screening all the 
cleansers that worked under Emil to see if they had enough spiritual sense to make them 
worth trying to train. Emil was fairly certain it was probably something to do with those 
students and their training that had driven Lalli out drinking tonight. 


Emil headed straight to the small bar that he knew they'd likely be at. It was the same bar 
they always went to, and Lalli had at least told Emil his plans, swinging by the captains' 
office with a scowl on his face as he stomped out of the headquarters after his latest meeting 
with Karlsson. As a contractor, Lalli didn't have to report in and stay at the headquarters daily 
during the winter, the way the enlisted officers did, but he still came in to meet with the major 
nearly as often as Emil or any of his fellows did. 


When Emil arrived outside the bar, he immediately spotted the pair through the large pane 
windows, tucked away in a corner, Lalli's shock of ash blond hair always easy to recognize 
even under the conical fixtures that left scattered pools of light in the bar while leaving many 
more shadowed spaces between them. The small bar was only big enough for maybe a two 
dozen people, and most of the time there weren't even that many—yjust the barman and a few 
quiet patrons. Emil pushed the door open, nodding to the old man behind the bar, and headed 
straight for the table where Lalli was spelling out some frustration with sharp gestures and 
low, angry words. 


"Ah, Vasterstr6m," Nils remarked as he looked up and saw Emil walking up to their table. He 
raised a supercilious eyebrow, and as ever Emil had to stamp down a vague desire to punch 
the other man. Out of all the people in Ostersund that Lalli could have possibly become 
friends with, it still mystified him that it ad to be this one. Nils was enough of a pain to deal 
with when Emil needed to try to get a meeting with Karlsson or when the secretary came to 
hand down some bad news or menial orders from the woman. Emil would have been 
perfectly happy to keep their only interactions contained to the halls of their shared 
headquarters, and even those he kept as brief as possible. 


Yet somehow Lalli and Nils had hit it off, building an odd sort of camaraderie that was based 
on (as far as Emil could make of it) nothing more than the occasional bender to bitch about 
their shared boss and squabble over who had it worse, as they swapped stories about the hell 
Karlsson was inflicting upon the both of them. It wasn't a very frequent occurrence, but 
they'd done it several times over January and February, after Lalli had started reporting to 
Karlsson, and the fact that they were already having their first piss up only two weeks after 
Lalli had come back to Ostersund from the field didn't seem like a good sign for Emil 
enjoying the rest of this winter Nils-free. 


"Mil," Lalli mumbled, narrowing his eyes as he tried to focus them on his boyfriend. 
"What're you doing here?" 


"Making sure you get home and don't end up sleeping in a ditch somewhere," Emil remarked, 
taking stock of how flushed Lalli's face was and glad he'd decided to come hunt them down, 
even if it meant seeing Nils outside of regular hours. 


The secretary himself laughed, giving Emil an appraising look. "Like he needs your help? I 
think everyone knows that Lalli is the capable one in your little partnership. You just swing 
the axe." 


And this is why Emil hated that Lalli had chosen Nils as a drinking buddy. Nils got catty 
when he drank and said all the things that he usually only looked like he was probably 
thinking about you. Lalli seemed to enjoy this as long it was aimed at their shared foe and 
boss, Major Karlsson, but luckily he didn't find it so amusing when it was aimed at his lover. 
"And you just run the tyrant's errands," the Finn snapped at Nils, tossing back the last of his 
drink and shoving himself up from the table. "I still win for worst Karlsson this week," he 
declared, plucking his jacket up from the back of his chair and thrusting his arms into the 
sleeves. 


"It's only Tuesday, little witch," Nils reminded him, raising his glass with a cheeky shake and 
making the drink inside of it slosh from side to side. 


"Well, at least I don't have to see her again, errand boy, while you still have to spend three 
more days with her before you're free," Lalli shot back. "Have fun with that." 


Emil shook his head, not even trying to understand their relationship. They fought and 
insulted one another and drank their livers half to death while ranting about their jobs, and 
they both seemed to like it. Or at least to get something out of it that kept them doing it. But 
Emil still had Lalli to himself the vast majority of nights, so he was willing to accept this 


weird ritual if it somehow kept his prickly Finn from either cursing their mutual boss or 
going on a rampage with that deadly little knife of his. 


Lalli grabbed Emil by the arm and started for the exit, as Nils called after them that Lalli still 
owed him for the last round. Lalli held up a rude finger as his only response, then he pushed 
Emil out through the door in front of him. They spilled out onto the road, which was mostly 
empty since the bar was located so far down the main drag and since most people were 
indoors at this hour. As they stepped down onto the pavement, Lalli's arm laced around 
Emil's waist, and the drunken man leaned heavily into his lover. 


"Sorry if I seemed to drag you away," Emil said, looking down at the top of Lalli's head in 
amusement. "Were you having a good time?" 


Lalli flapped his other hand briefly. "It was fine. I was ready to go. Nils is an ass." 


They turned the corner onto a smaller side street as they began to cut east across the town. 
Emil pointed out, "I could've told you that. You're the only one of us who seems to like him." 


Lalli shrugged. "You're just no good when it comes to complaining about Karlsson. You like 
her too much." 


Emil let out a pained laugh, since he didn't feel entirely comfortable saying that he liked 
Karlsson, per se. She and Nils were both colleagues that they were stuck with, and like most 
colleagues, they had their good points and their bad points. You were stuck together either 
way, so you might as well try to focus on the good points. And so Emil felt obliged to point 
out once again, "Karlsson did give you a job." That still placed her far ahead of Nils in Emil's 
books. "But what's she done now to make you regret that?" 


They stumbled to a stop as Lalli suddenly halted. He reached up and dragged Emil's face over 
to his to say solemnly, "There are no regrets." 


He was drunk, and so it would hardly be wise to put too much stock in what he was saying, 
but Emil didn't care. The words still filled him with a warm glow, and he closed the few 
inches between their faces for a quick kiss. "None at all," he agreed. 


"Except I do regret that she's such a hard-headed, short-sighted, tight-fisted tyrant. I regret 
that a lot," Lalli went on complaining, quite contradicting himself. Emil snorted and started 
propelling Lalli forward again to continue the walk home. 


"Hard-headed, yes," Emil agreed. "But she was willing to give magic a shot, so I don't know 
if short-sighted is entirely fair." 


Lalli groaned. "See, this is why I have to go out with Nils." He rolled his eyes up to Emil 
with an accusing look. "You're too...too...reasonable." 


"All right, I'll work on being more unreasonable so you'll keep liking me better than Nils," 
Emil teased, turning to press another kiss near Lalli's ear. "So what did she do now?" 


With a heavy sigh, Lalli launched into the tale, explaining how the major had said that he 
couldn't do any training with his students over the winter because they weren't paid during 
the winter months and were officially on leave. To do any sort of training related to their 
duties, they would have to be considered on duty—and thus paid, which wasn't something 
she had any intention of budgeting. Lalli had pointed out to her that he'd met with Elis many 
times the previous spring to continue exploring the fledgling abilities of the Swedish mages. 
That had only made things worse, since she hadn't been aware of it. She'd forbidden him 
from contacting his students until they were officially called back for active duty in March. 


"That's six months from now!" Lalli growled, having succeeded in working himself back up 
into a state by retelling it all again. "Half the year! And the quiet half, when we could actually 
get somewhere, because we're not out in the field doing our actual jobs all day!" 


Emil let them get several more steps down the road before he pointed out, "Well, it is true 
that budgets are set at the beginning of the year, and it's not like we can just pull more money 
out of the air." 


Lalli whipped his head around to glare at Emil, who quickly yelped, "Right! Unreasonable! 
Uh...yes, it's very dumb. Very, very dumb to use the excuse of money to hold back magical 
progress." 


"That's more like it," the mage muttered, as they turned back onto Regemensgatan. They 
walked up to the front door of their building without either saying anything more, and Lalli 
waited impatiently as Emil unlocked the front door and let them both in. Finally, as they were 
on the third turning up the stairs and nearly back to their own floor, Emil spoke again. 


"Can't you just do the dream thing? At least you can meet with them that way, right?" He put 
the key into the door and unlocked it, pushing Lalli in ahead of him before he turned and 
pulled it closed behind them. "And you're already meeting with Hedda that way, aren't you? 
Though I suppose I'll not mention that to Karlsson now." 


Hedda was the Norwegian mage that they'd ended up linking up with at the beginning of the 
year, thanks to Reynir's connections—not that Lalli liked to give any credit still to Reynir for 
the introduction. She met with Lalli and his students once a week in the dreamspace, and 
they'd worked together to identify the Swedes' fylgar (some sort of spirit animal that 
Icelandic mages had, as far as Emil could make sense of it—which was somehow distinct 
from luonto, some kind of spirit animal that Finnish mages had. He really didn't understand 
why they had to make it all so complicated). 


"Yes, but that won't help us at all with testing the new runo!" Lalli growled, peeling off his 
jacket and throwing it behind himself. It fell to the floor as he tripped over to fall face first 
onto the sofa. Emil bit down on a smile as he picked up the jacket and hung it up properly 
before shrugging off his own coat and placing it beside Lalli's. "And that's what I was 
planning to really work on this winter," the Finn continued, voice muffled as he spoke into 
the cushion beneath him. "But you can't know if a runo will work in the real world if you 
don't try it in the real world! And it's still too dangerous for them to practice untested magic 
on their own, if I'm not there!" 


Emil knew that they'd been trying to find some way to use Lalli's runo spells to help call on 
the Swedish mages' fylgar for battling in the field. Apparently Finnish mages could call on 
their luonto, and Hedda had confirmed that very skilled Norwegian mages could take on the 
forms of their fylga, which had all made Lalli suspect that they might really be the same sort 
of thing when you got down to it. On the rare occasions when he tried to explain any of it to 
Emil, the Swedish captain mostly nodded and kept his mouth shut. Just like he was doing 
now. 


"Maybe I'll just go to stupid Norway myself," Lalli muttered into the sofa. "That'd show 
Karlsson." Despite all his threats to pay for a Norwegian mage to come to Sweden the 
previous winter, there hadn't been time to arrange anything before they'd been due to start 
their fieldwork in the spring. It took nearly two weeks to sail from the northern fjord where 
Hedda lived. Which meant it would take at least four weeks for Lalli to go there and come 
back, and never mind however long he might stay there to work with her. Such a trip could 
easily be two months. That sounded like a terrible idea to Emil, who would be stuck in 
Ostersund alone. 


So Emil dropped onto the sofa and jabbed a finger into Lalli's side. "I think perhaps now isn't 
the best time to make major decisions or plan international travel—after drinking what 
appears to have been the better part of a bottle of vodka." The Finn grunted into the 
upholstery without moving. "Maybe things will look a little better in the morning? Or more 
likely: sometime in the afternoon, when your hangover may have finally worn off?" 


Lalli rolled over at last to look up at the man leaning over him on the narrow sofa. It wasn't 
an entirely pleased look. Emil's eyebrows shot up, but there was still a thread of humor in his 
voice as he said, "But what do I know? I just swing the axe, right?" 


"Mmmh," Lalli hummed, slipping his arms up and lacing them around Emil's shoulders to 
pull the Swede down to him. "You're very good at swinging it, though." 


A erin unfurled across Emil's face. "Oh? Want a private demonstration?" 
g p 


"I think I'm going to have to demand one, Captain. Or I might have to report you to our tyrant 
of a boss." 


"Well, I certainly don't want to put you in a position where you'd have to face her again this 
week. Looks like I've got no choice." 


Then he swooped in to catch Lalli's smiling lips in a kiss, the hint of vodka on the mage's 
breath and the smell of pine in his hair. 


Ost-Vist 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Years 98-103 


The uniform had been Lalli's idea, of course. It was only natural that he should get some say 
in it, as the first ever captain of Sweden's mage division. In fact, the uniform had been one of 
the least divisive things about the formation of his division. The military brass were so busy 
squabbling over ever other detail of that no one had cared all that much when he'd proposed 
the blackbird for their symbol. 


First it had been the outrage over Karlsson creating a new captain's position and filling it with 
a former contractor, rather than someone who had worked their up through the ranks—and a 
foreign contractor, at that. It hadn't mattered to many that Lalli had been working for the 
Swedish army for three years already by that time. Some officers had still thought he 
shouldn't be able to waltz into their ranks as so much as a sergeant. It wasn't like he had an 
entire squad to command. After three years, his students still only numbered eleven, still 
slightly shy of the number expected to make up a single unit of cleansers. 


But—as Karlsson had insisted on making clear—Lalli and those he'd been training weren't 
really cleansers. Which was why a new division needed to be created, to handle an entirely 
new type of work. And you could hardly have anything less than a captain heading up a 
division. And so Lalli had become a captain in their fourth year on the line. 


Creating a brand new division in the Swedish army wasn't something that Karlsson had the 
authority to do on her own, of course. It had helped tremendously that General Major 
Berglund had taken such a shine to the project. Which had in turn been helped along by the 
reports she'd been hearing from her niece Eva, at various holiday meals and family get- 
togethers. After nearly five years of being stuck together—if you counted the first year in 
Finland, in addition to the year they'd worked together on the Mora—Ostersund line prior to 
starting on the Sveavagen—Eva had not only grown to accept Lalli's contribution to the 
project but had grown to depend on it, like all of Emil's crews did. 


Still, Lalli and his reports weren't cleansers, and so the well-known cleansers' emblem had 
hardly seemed appropriate for their uniforms. The stylized cat could have still applied, as the 
Swedish mages continued to be seen (by the least enthusiastic among the Swedes) as 
something like a human supplement to Grade A cats. But Lalli had had his own ideas. In the 
Finnish army, the major divisions were all distinguished by a different bird. The skalds' 
emblem was a swan. Day scouts wore an eagle. Night scouts, an owl. So as he once again 
brought together the traditions of his homeland with the practices of the home he'd chosen for 
himself, Lalli had chosen for their image the blackbird—the national bird of Sweden. 


From the first year of the project, Karlsson had given Lalli (and Emil, as the enlisted captain 
in charge of the Sveavagen project) free reign to assign duties to the Cleansers Corps' 
underlings however the two of them saw fit for the duration of the cleansing, as long as they 
kept seeing results. Lalli had immediately started to poach any of Emil's cleansers that 
showed any gift for magic, taking them away from their original units to join his training 
instead and leaving their lieutenants to take any complaints to Emil. There really weren't 
many complaints—even if some of the lieutenants took a little while to get used to Emil's 
new style of cleansing, they couldn't deny that it effectively kept them all alive in the wilds 
south of Mora, and they were quite happy to give up a few green cleansers if it would keep 
them alive the farther away from civilization they pushed. 


Their second year, they had added another two divisions to their crew, bringing their numbers 
to nearly 120 cleansers. They'd made it another 90 kilometers that season, and at the end of it, 
Emil had recommended that Eva be promoted to captain, as the number of units was 
becoming too much for him to handle alone. In the third year, she joined him as an equal on 
the project, each taking command over four units and four lieutenants beneath them. They 
disagreed at times, but since Lalli usually got the deciding say when it came to breaking their 
ties (as none of them clearly outranked one another, and Lalli was still "Karlsson's man on the 
inside" at that point), Eva had learned to pick her battles wisely. And she didn't have much 
cause for complaint any longer over the way they all worked together. Which was a good 
thing, since Emil was glad to have her feeding good stories back to her aunt to counteract any 
of the complaints of Major Hedlund in Mora, who still hated Karlsson and Emil with an 
unflagging passion. 


After the second season, in fact, it had been General Major Berglund herself who had 
approved the new step of Lalli interviewing each latest class of recruits before they graduated 
from cleanser training, to pick out anyone with mage potential rather than being limited to 
whoever might end up in the couple units newly assigned to Emil each year. The recruitment 
office had been happy to go along with it as well. They were still keen on keeping a good 
relationship with Emil, in case he ever wanted out of the field to take up a recruiting job. And 
besides, they'd been enjoying a marked increase in sign-ups anyway, as Emil's Ost-Vast crew 
garmered more and more attention for making greater progress into the wild south of Sweden 
than anyone had ever dreamed could be done. 


The Ost-Vast name hadn't come either Emil or Lalli, of course. They didn't even know where 
it had started from originally. At some point during their first year, others in the military had 
stopped calling them "the doomed duo" or "the Sveavagen crew" (or, even worse, "the 
suicide crew"). Somewhere the name Ost-Va4st had cropped up. And when they didn't 
actually die in their first season, or even lose a single cleanser, it started to be bandied about 
with a bit more grudging respect—and eventually even with excitement. The last attempt to 
cleanse the Sveavagen line had barely made it 15 kilometers before it was given up, and it 
had cost Sweden 31 cleansers. Every one of Emil's 74 cleansers had made it home at the end 


of September in Year 97, and they'd cleared 50 kilometers that inaugural season. They'd 
certainly deserved a better name than the "suicide crew" after that. 


Some people said that the name came from the fact that the crew was based out of Ostersund 
and led by Captain VAasterstrém. Other people said it was because the crew combined the best 
of the east and the west: Finnish magic and Swedish technology. No one could say for 
certain, but it had already become common by the time Emil and Lalli had heard it upon 
returning, exhausted, from that first hard season on the Sveavagen line. It had been too late to 
stop it by then, even if they'd wanted to, as everyone who hadn't spent the last nine months in 
the woods were already accustomed to using the name. And so it had stuck. 


After three years, they'd made it over 240 km of the 700 km they had to cover. Every spring 
they pushed as far south as they could go, before things started heating up too much. Once 
the temperatures rose, they drew back closer to the city for the summer and worked on 
thoroughly clearing the land kilometer by kilometer, sending limbed trees back to Mora, 
burning away the brush, and setting up electric fencing. That kept them within a relatively 
safer area, where they could retreat if they really needed to. By the time the wilds began to 
quiet again as the mercury dropped in the fall, they didn't feel as uneasy about continuing that 
work dozens of kilometers south of the city, though there was nothing surrounding them for 
hours and hours but the worst of the Silent World. 


After five years, they'd made it over 450 km—and the Danes had begun pushing north to 
meet them, though their pace was almost laughable by comparison. The Swedish side had 
covered well over half the distance, and some had muttered about pushing it onto the Danes 
to complete the rest of their end, questioning whether the Ost-Vast crew might not be put to 
better use elsewhere. But by then Emil had insisted on seeing the project through to its proper 
conclusion. 


In the end, it took seven years for Emil and Lalli's crews to clear the Sveavagen, far less than 
the decades most had assumed it would take (if they didn't simply assume the attempt would 
be abandoned within a single season, like it always had been in the past). They had met the 
Danish side somewhere dozens of kilometers east of the former city of Helsingborg, the well- 
worked crews cheering and celebrating together, the Swedes trying their best to understand 
their Danish counterparts and roaring their approval when they all watched the Dalahasten 
train rumble past them, now able to safely and easily connect Mora to the port and base at 
Oresund daily. 


Leaving Eva and the lieutenants in charge, Lalli and Emil had taken a day to themselves to 
ride their horses south along the line the Danes had cleared. They had weaved their way up 
through the concrete layers of the Danish military base on the edge of the Oresund. And at 
age 32, they had stood side-by-side at the edge of the bridge connecting Sweden to the 
ancient land of the Danes and looked out once again upon the Silent World they had survived 
together. 


Chapter End Notes 


Well, an enthusiastic new reader to the CTM-verse made me turn back and consider 
finishing these snippets after an age away. For better or worse, here they come! 


The Star 


Years 102-105 


It was during their annual jul gathering that Lalli first saw it. It was like a brilliant star, if you 
could feel a star with your soul instead of seeing it with your eyes. 


"That one will need training," he'd said without thinking, his eyes on Tuuri's middle. When 
he looked up after a thoughtful moment to meet her eyes, he found they were shining with 
tears, and he realized that there was a possibility she hadn't known she had a life within her, 
though it was as clear to him as any other of the spirits that filled his world. "You did know, 
didn't you?" he asked, wary and uncertain now how she might react. 


But his cousin only nodded, lips pressed together as tears tumbled down her cheeks. "I just 
thought it was too soon to tell anyone," she whispered. "You never know, this early on..." 


Lalli's eyes moved over her face, the woman who had half raised him. "I cannot make any 
promises, but the spirit is strong in that one. As strong as any I've seen." 


Tuuri reached out and grabbed his hands, her smile barely contained as they spoke quietly in 
Finnish, their secret unknown to the Swedes filling the house around them. He did the math 
in his head. They were on track to finish the Sveavagen line in the next season, Denmark so 
close now that they could practically smell it. But the timing made it very likely that Elis 
would miss the birth. He was a sergeant in his own right now, watching over an entire flank 
as Lalli's second-in-command. But perhaps they could make do without him for a time. Lalli 
squeezed his cousin's hand. 


The boy was over two years old now. Lalli watched Emil playing with him on the floor, his 
partner having switched places temporarily with Tuuri so that she could take a turn in the 
kitchen. Emil was still a frequent helper in Siv's kitchen for these big holiday meals, but 
Tuuri had taken on more and more of that role as well, after all her years in Sweden. She 
would help keep the traditions alive, even when it someday got harder for Siv to do all the 
work herself. Of course, Emil's aunt was hardly in the grave yet—but she had sailed past fifty 
the year before, and she appreciated the extra help so that she wasn't solely responsible for 
preparing every single dish for the growing gathering. Her own children had started bringing 
home boyfriends and girlfriends, and they all ate plenty as grown adults. Feeding nearly a 
dozen took some forethought when you only had one stove. 


It had been two years since they had finished the Sveavagen. This past year's season, Eva and 
Elis had remained in Sweden to clear the last of the line to Skelleftea with half of the Ost- 
Vast crew, while Emil and Lalli had taken six units to Finland to help with clearing the Pori 
canal, a full decade since their last major collaboration there and nearly a decade since the 
last time that Lalli had lived in Keuruu. Or anywhere in Finland, for that matter. It had been a 
curious experience, being back among his own people for so long, yet nearly as foreign to 
them as the Swedes he'd brought along for the project. While he spoke their language, while 
he would always be Finnish in his heart, he couldn't deny that he had also become something 
else after all his years with Emil in Sweden. It had been a surprise to him, but Lalli had found 
that when he had both options there in front of him, he was now more at ease with Elis and 
his own students than he was with any of the Finnish mages who had taken part in the 
project, coming to stand silent vigil in the usual Finnish fashion. 


Teemu had mostly stepped out of active fieldwork by Year 105—but he had come back out to 
the field to oversee the work at nearly sixty, if only to be part of one last project with his old 
friends. Over the years, Emil had picked up more random snippets of Finnish from Lalli and 
Tuuri, but it was never more than broken words with almost no grammar to knit them 
together. It hadn't mattered. The old camaraderie between Emil and Teemu had been just as 
steady and comfortable as ever, with Lalli acting as the quiet thread knitting together their 
fumbling conversations. It had been a good year, full of nights around the fire with old 
friends and new and the chance to perhaps introduce some changes into his homeland as well. 
And at the end of the season, he had been happy to come home, as always, to Ostersund. 


They had only arrived home three weeks before, and this was the first time they'd seen their 
nephew in nearly ten months. It turned out that infants changed quite a lot in such a short 
span of time. Lalli still wasn't very well-versed in their development, having never been 
around many up close or for extended periods of time, but what had been a stumbling dumb 
creature was now walking and putting together words with clear intent and looking at the 
world with actual understanding. And the boy's spirit blazed as bright as ever, and Lalli knew 
that he would be a force to be reckoned with: inheriting both the Hotakainens' gifts and 
whatever magic Elis's people had. 


The boy's delighted laughter rang out as Emil bounced him in the air. The Swedish man was 
lying on his back on the worn rag rug before the fireplace, their nephew held up above him as 
he tossed the boy a few inches up before catching him again, his blue eyes shining with 
amusement as the small boy seemed to find this simple game the most hilarious thing in the 
world. As Lalli watched them, he felt an odd sort of pang in his chest. Something almost like 
pain, sharp and unlooked for. 


He'd never thought to ask. The idea was so foreign to him that it had never even occurred to 
him until now—not when they'd seen Tuuri's burgeoning pregnancy, not when they'd first 
been presented with the small baby, not even during the first year of his life, when he'd been 
more an object than a human. In those first months, Lalli had enjoyed studying the baby's 
solemn dark eyes, the way they seemed so intent on the world around them, but the instant 
he'd started to fuss, Lalli had passed him off to whoever was closest and slid from the room. 


"Did you want children?" he asked Emil, startling the other man so badly that he nearly 
dropped the boy in his shock. His eyes flew to Lalli, then away, as he settled the child on his 


knees. The boy squirmed, sliding down them at once like a snow-covered hillside and coming 
to land on Emil's stomach before flopping forward to crawl over him. 


"I don't know," Emil admitted, ruffling his hands through the fine hair covering the small 
head that was now bumbling under his chin as the boy tried to navigate the uneven landscape 
of the body beneath him. "Maybe I'd assumed that I might, without really thinking. Most 
people tend to." He looked back to Lalli, his face not asking for anything as he said, "What 
about you?" 


"I don't...think so?" Lalli hazarded, trying to be honest. It was too big a topic not to be 
completely honest about. 


Emil laughed at his uncertainty, at the reluctance in his voice, not seeming surprised by the 
answer. More reassuring, though, was the fact that he didn't seem hurt or even very 
disappointed by it. "I didn't really ever imagine you would. You barely have enough patience 
for your students, Lalli, and they are mostly grown adults." 


"But..." Lalli felt out the words as he found them, his eyes still on the boy who had made him 
even consider the possibility. "This one is different. I like seeing him like this. I want to see 
how he grows." He paused a moment, his eyes tracing the man on the floor, the man he still 
found new ways to love even after more than a decade. "And I like seeing you with him." 


The warm smile on Emil's face told him that he'd said something right, even if Lalli wasn't 
entirely sure what it had been. Gently pushing the small boy off his chest and onto the rug, 
Emil levered himself up into a seated position. The boy grabbed the front of his sweater so he 
could pull himself up to standing again, one small hand holding onto Emil's shoulder and the 
other knotting in his ruffled blond hair, making Emil wince in pain. Disentangling that 
chubby fist, Emil pointed out, "Our jobs wouldn't really be right for it anyway. It's one thing 
that Elis is out in the field for months at a time, but at least this little fellow has Tuuri all year 
round. We're both gone for most the year. That's no way for a child to grow up." 


Lalli nodded. It was true. Neither of them had any intention of giving up fieldwork any time 
soon. They loved being out in the field. They loved what they did. It was a relief to hear that 
Emil agreed that such a life wasn't what he expected with Lalli. It was a relief that what they 
wanted still aligned, or at least enough that Emil wasn't left feeling like he was missing out 
on something he longed for because it was Lalli that he'd chosen to share his life with. 


And yet, somehow, there was a slight twinge somewhere within the relief. Somehow it still 
hurt in a tiny, unexpected way to let go of the ephemeral possibility—as unsubstantial as a 
pulse flickering on an ultrasound—that hadn't even existed minutes before. 


Emil would have been a good father. Lalli fully expected he himself would have been terrible 
but...Emil would have been good at it. 


But they had this, and this was still enough. This was still more than Lalli had ever dared 
dream of. They had their families all around them every time they came home. They had their 
crews and the colleagues that had become an even larger sprawling family during the long 
seasons. And they always had each other. 


The Fight 


Year 110 


Stupid stubborn Swedish bastard! 


Lalli stormed along the empty road out of town, still steaming with anger. He could hardly 
remember being so angry at Emil, or not since they'd been stupid young men in their 
twenties. 


Of course they'd fought in all their years. It had been fifteen years now since they'd be 
reunited in Finland, when Emil had come searching for Lalli to try to make things right, and 
fights happened. They fought about what they wanted to eat for dinner. They fought about 
whether Lalli had or had not stood Emil up when he'd slipped off to be alone without 
remembering they'd had plans together. They'd fought for weeks once when Emil had gotten 
the idea into his head that he could fix the leaking shower on his own and transformed the 
minor problem of a constantly dripping showerhead to the near disaster of a flooded floor, 
some very angry downstairs neighbors, and no working plumbing for days on end. 


But normally Emil was so good with him. If he saw Lalli was in a foul mood when he came 
home, Emil wouldn't say a thing. He would take off his jacket and things, slip off his shoes, 
and wander by Lalli to simply drop a kiss on his temple. Lalli might ignore it or brush him 
away, but Emil wouldn't take it personally, going into the kitchen to start dinner like usual. If 
he had the right things on hand, he would make something that would be fine to eat even 
after it had grown cold or that could easily be reheated on the stove. He would plate two 
servings and set them on the kitchen table, and then Emil would sit himself down and start 
eating on his own, never pressuring Lalli to join him until he was ready. Sometimes Lalli 
would be ready by that point to stomp over to the table, grab a fork like it was a weapon, and 
attack the meal while pouring out whatever had gone wrong with his day. Other times the 
meal would wait for hours, Emil carefully moving around Lalli as he cleaned up after 
himself, found a book to read, sometimes even headed to bed alone first, if Lalli had really 
worked himself up. Eventually Lalli always crawled back to Emil when he was ready. 


But not tonight. Tonight, Lalli was too mad. They'd been having a rough couple weeks, after 
a particularly hard year. It had been the first time they'd spent a whole season apart, hardly 
seeing one another for months, since Emil was now stuck at the base full time as Major 
Vasterstr6m. It had been just over a year since he'd been promoted to fill the spot that 
Karlsson had vacated when she'd been moved to Mora, and he was still struggling with some 
of the adjustments that had come with the new role. The politics wearied him, he missed the 
simple camaraderie of the field, and neither of them had been used to spending so much time 
apart for so long. With the winter setting in, they were finally both at home in Ostersund at 
the same time, but it hadn't been quite as easy as it used to be, to slip back into their cozy 


winter life together. And when a complaint had come in about one of Lalli's mages, their 
personal and professional lives had collided in the worst way, frayed nerves and pent-up 
stress erupting into a shouting match that had probably been heard two floors down in their 
building. 


Lalli had slammed out of their apartment, grabbing his heavy winter coat from the hook as he 
went, and stalked across the city, heading for the woods. When he reached them, he kept 
going through the dark trees without slowing, listening to the lonely chirps of the healthy life 
around him and wishing there weren't such damned efficient electric fences all around 


Ostersund. Fighting off a snarling beast or two with nothing but his own strength and magic 
sounded like just the sort of thing to suit his mood at the moment. 


Eventually he grew tired enough to stop stomping through the woods, but he was still too 
worked up to go back. Instead, he let his anger fuel him as he scooped out a hole in the snow, 
cursing in both Finnish and Swedish as he railed at Emil even though the Swede couldn't 
possibly hear the one-sided argument that Lalli was persisting in. He lined the hole he'd made 
with spruce boughs, then broke off long sticks to put over it, with more branches going over 
the top of these supports until he'd made himself a solid little retreat. He shoveled more snow 
on top and crawled into the insulated snow cave. He was no longer as flexible as he'd once 
been—he would be turning forty in several weeks' time—but Lalli could still curl up into 
such a space and feel at home in the woods. And so he pulled his hood tighter around his face 
and stewed in his anger until he fell asleep. 


His dream world had changed somewhat over all this time. The heart of him was still located 
in the wooded lakes of his youth, but there was more to find in them now than the drifting 
duckboard paths that had once been all he'd had, shaky and pieced together, unstable 
underfoot and offering no real shelter. Now the paths were steady and led to a little hut, the 
inside of which resembled their home in Ostersund more than a little. Lalli kicked the front 
door in his dream, refusing to go inside even when it was nothing but his imagination making 
it seem like the apartment he was avoiding. Instead, he flung himself down on the front stoop 
and leaned back against the weathered wood of the door, letting the silence slowly seep into 
his soul. 


The silence didn't last very long. When Elis appeared on the boundaries of his space, Lalli 
would have been tempted to ignore him—but Elis had the boy on his shoulders. The sneaky 
bastard. He knew that Lalli couldn't turn away the boy. Lalli loved the child nearly as much 
as he loved Emil. And so he allowed the two of them in beyond his borders, glaring balefully 
at them with his head still resting against the door at his back. 


"He's worried, you know," Elis said, not even bothering with a greeting as he strode up the 
duckboards, the boy on his shoulders reaching up into the branches overhead to feel the 
dream leaves against his hands. He was seven now and forbidden from walking the 
dreamscape on his own, but it was a different story when his father or his uncle took him out 


wandering with them. "Worried enough that he called us at nearly midnight, waking up Tuuri 
—and half the house—so she would wake me up and then send me out looking for you to 
make sure you aren't dead in a ditch somewhere." 


Lalli was annoyed and embarrassed. And somewhat mollified, if he admitted it, that it 
appeared Emil had caved first. 


"Did you have a fight with Uncle Emil?" the boy asked, looking down at Lalli with his old 
gaze from around his father's head. The boy had Elis's dark eyes, Tuuri's Finnish features, and 
the gray-brown hair of a timid fieldmouse. 


"Yes." 
"Would Uncle Emil not say sorry?" 


The innocent question broke Lalli's heart just enough to make him crack, letting the last of 
his anger slip away with a sigh. The boy loved Emil as much as Lalli loved the boy. And Lalli 
knew the truth. "He would. I just didn't give him the chance to." 


"Mama always tells me that when I have a fight with Aino, I should say sorry first. Even if I 
don't think it's my fault." The boy sucked on his lip a moment, then confided with childlike 
solemnity, "And it never is. You know Aino always starts it. She's the worst." 


"Mama is always right," Elis agreed, glancing up at the child leaning over his shoulder. "And 
yours would tell you not to talk about your little sister that way." 


Lalli pushed himself up from the lonely stoop, the move still easier in his dreams than it was 
in real life, where the years were slowly weighing his limbs and making even familiar old 
moves slightly harder than he remembered them being when he'd been younger. "Fine. I'll go 
back. Tell Tuuri she can sleep." And Lalli waved his two guests out, the boy beaming at him 
and Elis showing a hint of laughter in his eyes for the plight of his teacher and cousin-in-law 
and friend. 


Then Lalli made himself wake up. He retraced his path through the woods, back across the 
outskirts of the city, and along the familiar roads of Ostersund, all of which he knew as well 
as the forests of his childhood. When he arrived outside their building, he found Emil sitting 
on the front steps, bundled up in a jacket and scarf and hat, his hands deep in his pockets for 
warmth. He seemed to notice the figure slinking down the dark road toward him, and he 
shoved himself up, jogging down the ancient pavement toward Lalli. He stopped, barely a 
foot away, and their breath mingled, puffs of white fog beneath the streetlights in the dark 
night. 


"Lalli, I'm—" 
Lalli cut him off with a hand held out. 


"I'm sorry," he said first. Emil's face melted into relief. "Sorry that I made you worry enough 
to call Tuuri, you ass," Lalli clarified. 


Emil chuckled, lifting his arms to wrap them around Lalli's shoulders, tucking the Finn's cold 
face in against his. "I'm sorry, too. You're probably right about your student." 


"Only probably?" Lalli bristled. 
"Yeah, only probably. I'm still not convinced." 


"Then I'm sorry you're such an idiot," Lalli shot back. But they were both smiling by now, 
even if they couldn't see one another's faces. They could hear the smiles all the same. 


"I'm sorry you're stuck with such an idiot," Emil offered back. 


"I'm sorry you were stupid enough to sit outside on the stoop in the middle of the night in 
December." Lalli wrapped his arms around Emil's waist, burying his face in his shoulder. 
"And I'll be even more sorry if you get sick because of it. Come on, idiot. Let's go to bed." 


The End 


Chapter Notes 


Okay, my lovelies, this is it. It's called "The End" for a reason. It's gonna hurt, so don't 
read on if you'd rather hold on instead the happier little endings we've given Emil and 
Lalli over all these years. But in the CTM-verse, this is how it all really ends. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The End 


"It is now widely recognized that the innovations of the Ost-Vdast school of cleansing, as 
developed in Sweden at the turn of the century, represented a true inflection point for the 
recovery of the Nordic nations from the infested. While reclaiming abandoned lands had 
already progressed at a far faster clip in Sweden than it had in any of her neighbors, the 
combination of foreign spiritualism with Sweden's impressive technological capabilities 
allowed progress to increase exponentially, finally turning the tide against the 
overwhelming monstrosities that had nearly brought modern civilization low. The so- 
called 'failed' expedition into Denmark in Year 90 turned out to have been absolutely 
critical in bringing together Vasterstrom and Hotakainen, the widely hailed fathers of 
this new advance in cleansing..." 


— Excerpted from A Miraculous Feat: The Reclaiming of Sweden in the Second 
Century of the Silent World 


Emil was only 53 when they lost him. When he'd started feeling tired all the time, they had 
both assumed it was just another part of getting older. They'd both noticed changes over the 
years. Backs that stiffened if they stayed in the same position too long. Aches in their hands 
when they stayed gripped around pens or reins without any breaks. The way it had become 
necessary to hold papers at the right distance to try to get their eyes to focus on the small 
printed characters of text. But Emil's weariness grew worse than any of the rest of it, worse 
than even the stress of his job might explain. And when Lalli came home after a summer's 
season to find that Emil's familiar uniform was hanging loosely on his frame, he had 
recognized at last that something was truly wrong. 


He should have seen it earlier. He should have recognized that the flickering dimness in that 
beloved spirit was more than just the shadow of age. But by the time they'd realized it was 
something else entirely, the tumors had already spread. 


When they'd gotten the diagnosis, Lalli hadn't dared open his mouth, afraid of what might 
come out. Curses. Pleas. Screams. So Emil, who should have been the terrified one, had 
reached over and taken Lalli's hand in his. He'd agreed to make the follow up appointments, 
thanked the doctors, and then he'd pulled Lalli by the hand from the hospital room, through 
the halls, and back to the home they'd shared for almost thirty years. 


Lalli had slumped tiredly into a chair at the dining table, the same table they'd had since he'd 
first shown up unannounced at Emil's door when they were 24. Emil had quietly gone to the 
kitchen, as he would have any other night, and started to put something together for dinner. 
And if he'd paused for an inordinate amount of time, eyes fixed blindly on the knife and the 
cutting board in front of him, on the potatoes scattered across the board in pieces, so many 
pieces, pieces that would never go back together again, then Lalli had never noticed. Lalli 
had eaten the food mechanically, and when Emil had asked him if he wanted to talk, he'd 
shaken his head mutely. 


Emil had given a breathy laugh. "Me neither." 
They'd listened to one of Lalli's favorite records instead. 


Lalli hadn't said a word for two whole days after the diagnosis, or not in Tuuri's hearing at 
least, but he hadn't raged. He'd stayed at Emil's side, always a hand on his knee or a shoulder 
leaning into him or his eyes on the blond man. Emil had joked and said how glad he was that 
it hadn't been something sudden in the field. At least he would have time to set things in 
order, choose his own replacement, leave instructions for how he hoped the corps would 
carry on when he was gone. And once he had been satisfied that he had the base in order, he 
had walked away and left his successors to it. 


He and Lalli had spent the last four months always together. Before he got too weak, they'd 
explored the cities they'd loved once more and taken walks through the cleansed forestlands 
around Ostersund, so like the wooded wilds where they'd worked together for decades. And 
Lalli—Lalli who had never been able to stay too long in one place, who had never been 
content if he couldn't escape into solitude for at least a little while—had never left Emil's 
side. He had never cursed his gods for taking away the most important thing in his life. He 
had only been grateful for the thirty years he'd gotten with Emil, a lifetime he'd never 
expected he would be given. 


He had been so glad for those four months. Lalli still hadn't been good at saying the things he 
most wanted to say. The hard things. The things that could hurt him, because they mattered so 
much that he would be broken if the person he was telling them to didn't feel the same way. 
But four months had been enough. Oh, it would never be enough, but he'd gotten to say all 
the things he could think of to say, sometimes in a sudden rush when watching Emil shave in 
the morning, sometimes in a quiet few words when on their way back from the hospital, 
sometimes in halting fits as they sat on the riverside and watched other families play in the 
snow. 


When Emil had been fading at the hospital, Lalli had brushed his hair back from his face— 
the blond locks had grown thinner and slightly grizzled with springy white strands that you 
could spot if you looked closely, but he'd never lost his hair, a fact which he'd liked to joke 
proved that Lalli's gods had truly loved him all along. 


"Do you think they'll let me in?" he had asked Lalli, his tired blue eyes closed against the 
hospital room where Tuuri's family and his uncle had gathered. The children had been mostly 
grown, old enough to understand saying good-bye, young enough to still be confused and 
devastated by its unexpected suddenness. 


And Lalli had promised, "If they don't, then I'll find you. I'll show you the way." 


"I'd be lost without you," Emil had whispered, the ghost of a smile on his lips, already 
sounding far away. 


I'll be lost without you. That was Lalli had thought. But that wasn't what he'd said. 


"Say hi to Siv for me," Lalli had whispered as he felt Emil slipping out of his grasp. "And 
wait for me." 


"Always," Emil had said back, the word carried on a final sigh, a promise of so much more. 
Always he would wait. Always he would love him. 


Tuuri had wept like her heart was broken to say good-bye to the friend who had been a 
brother to her for the past three decades, but Lalli had only closed his eyes and bowed his 
head. He'd stayed through the aftermath, arranging the funeral, the cremation. Emil hadn't 
wanted to be buried. He'd wanted the flames, the purity of the ashes, the freedom of being 
scattered on the wind that blew across the lands he'd labored to save. And once that was all 
done, Lalli had gone. 


Tuuri and Elis had both feared he was gone forever when he disappeared into the woods 
without a word. He'd blocked Elis from reaching him even in dreams, and Tuuri's grief 
multiplied at the thought that her precious cousin had gone off to die alone in his sorrow. But 
when spring had begun to thaw the land, Lalli had returned, with peace in his clear gray eyes. 
He'd returned to the corps, to the life that he and Emil had fought to build. He'd spent another 
seven years there, before he'd stepped aside, having nothing left to give but his occasional 
advice. 


They had said good-bye to Elis at 73, and Lalli had seen his first and greatest student off with 
a look of sad pride. Tuuri still had their three children and their seven grandchildren. 


And when he was 77 years old, Lalli had walked back into the woods. This time he'd warned 
Tuuri, though. The only thing he'd taken with him were a bundle of well-read pages, pages 
he'd found in Emil's mother's desk after Emil was gone. He'd never known when exactly Emil 
had managed to write them, since Lalli had never left his side in those final months, but there 
must have been some time—some hours snatched in the dark of night, when the pain was 
keeping Emil up but before he'd grown too weak to grip a pen and write in that bold 
handwriting Lalli knew better than his own. He'd written to Lalli about how much their life 
had meant to him, recounted every favorite memory he could think of. He'd told Lalli how 


sorry he was that he was leaving and how Lalli had saved him, over and over, saved him in 
every single way that had mattered. 


Lalli had taken those words with him, as he'd carried them in his heart every day for 24 years. 
He'd had almost 24 full years before his life with Emil, and 24 more years without him had 
been enough. He'd felt in his heart that it was enough, and he'd felt his soul yearning to take 
flight, reaching out for the endless blue sky that stretched into eternity overhead. He'd laid 
down his tired bones in the woods, always his first and his final refuge, and then Lalli had 
gone home at last. Eyes falling shut, he had known that he would find Emil waiting for him. 
And if Emil somehow had not made it on his own, Lalli would set out one last time to find 
him. He would find a path where none had been, in death just as he had done in life. Always. 
Always he would find him. Always he would love him. Always. 


Chapter End Notes 


I'd written this final scene before finishing many of the others in these fragments, but I'd 
been holding off a long time on posting it. To me, when I imagined the rest of their story 
during long drives alone in dark nights, this was where their tale naturally arrived, after 
many long and fulfilling years together. But I didn't want to break any hearts. (I mean, 
not any more than I always have...) If you've read this far, thank you for coming along 
so long with me and with this story. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


